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the reader can for ever bid farewell to Walpole irate beside the
dead donkey or Thackeray impatient with the polyanthus that
blew in December, and enjoy Sterne's beauties at his leisure.
The intensity that Sterne lacked in emotion he retrieved in
style, and there is hardly any diction in English so perverse
and yet so adequately under control. The tempo of Tristram
Shandy, for instance, must be the slowest of any book on record,
and reminds one at times of the youthful occupation of seeing
how slowly one can ride a bicycle without falling off; yet such is
Sterne's mastery, his ease and grace, that one is always upheld
by a verbal expectancy; slow though the action moves, he will
always keep his balance and soon there will follow a perfect
flow of words that may end with a phrase that rings like a
pebble on a frozen pond. He is continually parodying the
Elizabethans and using words with a fantastic ingenuity, as
when he describes the jolting diligence:
"the thirstiest soul in the most sandy desert of Arabia could
not have wished more for a cup of cold water than mine
did for grave and quiet movements,"
or
"where is Troy and Mycenae and Thebes and Delos and
Persepolis and Agrigentum," continued my father, taking up
his book of postroads, which he had laid down. "What is
become, brother Toby, of Nineveh and Babylon, of Cizicum.
and Mitylene? The fairest towns that ever the sun rose
upon are now no more."
Death, unreal enough here, is parodied once again in the
sententious homily, alike redeemed by Sterne's sure command of
gesture, that Trim delivers on the same lines in the kitchen.
This control of literary emotion, the quality of Lycidas and
Gray's Elegy, is what is most sustaining in Sterne's work to-day.
We can enjoy his exquisite handling of eccentricity, and
appreciate Walter Shandy's search for the "north-west passage
to the intellectual world," with Tristram as a heaven-sent
subject for experiment; we can hear him dropping his voice
to talk of auxiliary verbs and fixing his listeners as securely as
did the ancient mariner; we can see all the paradox of the